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Less than two months after taking office, Brazil's President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, riding a wave
of popular support that is at 84%, has begun to push his social and legislative agenda. With a fragile
majority in Congress and a party that watches closely for signs that the president is abandoning
his roots, Lula will need all his skills to keep his priorities on track. Lula lacks control of Congress
Despite his impressive support, getting his legislative agenda passed will still be an uphill battle for
Lula.
In the new Congress, he will have a slim majority, formed with the conditional support of disparate
parties. Lula used his political skills to strengthen his power base in Congress. In backing former
president and Sen. Jose Sarney (1985-1990) for the Senate presidency, Lula hoped to win the backing
of Sarney's center-right Partido do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB), which could be key
to passing the his proposed pension and tax reforms.
"Basically, Lula has been cleaning up the house to start working from a stronger position," said
political analyst Carlos Lopes from Santefe Ideias in Brasilia. While the PMDB is officially in
opposition, Sarney and much of his party backed Lula in the election campaign. Negotiations last
year to incorporate the PMDB into the government failed, but Sarney's election has reopened the
possibility.
Sarney pledged to support the government's legislative agenda, saying, "It is time for the executive
and the legislature to join forces." In the 81-seat Senate, Lula's Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) has
the third-largest bloc, with 14 senators, plus 18 allies and the support of many of the 20 senators
from the PMDB. But the PMDB's support is always iffy.
"It is a party from which one can expect anything because it includes various currents that find
it hard to come together to form a consensus," said political analyst Benicio Schmidt. He said the
inconsistencies in the PMDB and the internal conflicts in the PT could influence the position of
other parties and present problems for Lula. Lula's position in the lower house was helped with the
election of PT Deputy Joao Paulo Cunha as president. In the 513-seat chamber, the PT has the largest
bloc with 91 deputies, plus 162 supporters from other parties, four votes short of the 257 needed to
ensure a majority on important issues, especially pension reform.
"If the pension reform is not approved this year, it never will be," said Lula, whose PT party
opposed for years the reforms that the president now wants enacted.
Many PT lawmakers are threatening to oppose some of the reforms even if Lula is now pushing
them. At the opening session of the new Congress on Feb. 17, Lula asked lawmakers for help in
embarking on a series of reforms and "dignifying" the life of Brazilians as he promised in his
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campaign. He emphasized labor, political, tax, and pension-system reforms as the most urgent and
necessary.
"Here and now, I want to agree on the commitment that all of us work untiringly to approve the
reforms that are essential for the country, especially the tax and social security reforms," said the
president. "The reforms are not a necessity of this or that branch of government, of this or that
economic or social sector, they are not the government's nor the opposition's, but they are reforms
demanded by the population and they must be done for the country to grow and develop socially
and economically."
Lula was the first Brazilian president to participate in an opening session of Congress, and his
message summarized his campaign pledges and analyzed the situation of the country from both a
domestic and international perspective. The new Congress has some familiar faces, many of whom
recently resigned to avoid criminal prosecution for corruption and other crimes.
These include Deputy Pinheiro Landim, accused of participating in a scam involving drug
traffickers. Landim resigned a few weeks ago but was re-elected despite vows by some of his
colleagues to remove him. "I only hope that they present concrete proof against me and that I am
not going to be the victim of a fascist persecution," said Landim.
In a similar situation is former senate president Jader Barbalho who resigned last year amid
accusations involving a million-dollar misuse of public funds (see NotiSur, 2001-09- 28). Former
senator Jose Roberto Arruda, who admitted breaking the Senate's voting secrecy in 2000 and
resigned to avoid punishment, is back as a deputy. The man Arruda named as his accomplice,
former Congress president Antonio Carlos Magalhaes, is back after voters chose to ignore his
resignation in 2001 to avoid punishment (see NotiSur, 2001-05- 11, 2001-06-08).
However, he is under investigation on new charges of illegal wire-tapping. The new Congress
has 41 members now facing charges. Although Congress abolished parliamentary immunity last
year, it still must approve prosecution of a member. Once approved, trial can only take place in the
Supremo Tribunal Federal (STF). The approval process is often led by allies of those facing charges,
a practice that results in few prosecutions. Correcting this situation is one of the reforms that many
analysts believe is most needed in the Brazilian political system.
Lula sets up advisory council
On Feb. 13, Lula unveiled a key component of his plans for reforms and social programs, the
Conselho de Desenvolvimento Economico e Social, an 82-member advisory council of business,
labor, and social leaders. "As everybody knows we received the government of a country in a
very serious situation, I would say extremely serious," Lula said. "It is enough to say that on the
map of income distribution, Brazil is one of the worst on the planet and it simply has not changed
during the last 30 years." "But we have a common objective: to contribute to making Brazil pass the
necessary reforms, overcome the current crisis, and return to a path of sustained economic growth
and true social justice," he told the councilors. Lula said the council's only function would be to
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 4

LADB Article Id: 52818
ISSN: 1089-1560

advise the administration, and it would be part of the government's commitment "to be in constant
dialogue with society."
Lula goes after hunger
Taking advantage of his high approval rating, Lula launched his Fome Zero (Zero Hunger) program
on Jan. 30. He named hunger eradication his top priority during his Jan. 1 inauguration speech when
he said, "We are going to create the conditions so that everyone in our country can eat a decent
meal three times a day, every day, without needing donations from anyone." Lula said the program
comprises "structural, permanent measures that will provide a definitive solution to the problem,"
combined with emergency measures to assist those sectors of the population suffering the worst
poverty. It will not be a "temporary program," nor limited to just a few pockets of poverty in the
country, said Lula.
Among the structural measures Lula says will free millions of poor Brazilians from the "humiliation"
of surviving on food donations are programs to generate jobs, efforts to ensure quality education
and expand land reform, measures to encourage the creation of cooperatives and access to
microcredit, and initiatives to promote skills training.
The Zero Hunger program, which will be nationwide by the end of the year, is headed by Special
Minister of Food Security and the Fight Against Hunger Jose Graziano. The program has US$514
million budgeted for the first year. In its initial stage, the program will provide US$14 a month to
1,000 families, most from the poverty-stricken northeastern state of Piaui. About 1.5 million families
will be enrolled by the end of the year. The administration's hunger task force estimates that 46
million of the country's 175 million citizens survive on less than US$1 a day, a figure disputed by
some critics.
Eligible families in urban areas will get a debit card to draw funds from a state-owned bank, while
coupons similar to food stamps will be used in remote regions without banks. Families can buy
almost anything except tobacco, alcohol, or soft drinks and must keep proof of purchase.
That requirement would add more bureaucracy and produce no real gain, said Zilda Arns, chair
of the Pastoral da Crianza, a Catholic Church effort to help poor children, and a member of the
new Conselho Nacional de Seguranca Alimentar e Nutricional (CONSEA). CONSEA, which
will chart the general direction of the program, has 72 members, including 13 Cabinet ministers,
representatives of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and church groups, business leaders,
trade unionists, and sports and entertainment personalities involved in social issues.
Graziano says the proof-of-purchase requirement is not meant as a control mechanism, but rather
an educational tool to teach people to use their assistance money efficiently. He said it is aimed at
ensuring that the funds go toward purchases of food because one of the program's objectives is to
bolster family farms by increasing demand for their products, which in turn would generate more
jobs, leading to an expansion of the economy and of the incomes of local populations.
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Arns and other critics say beneficiaries should be free to decide how they will use the funds because
sometimes people have a greater need to buy clothing, books, or goods to boost quality of life or
improve their chance of finding a job. Arns said the expense of monitoring whether the money went
toward food would be better spent educating people about adequate nutrition.
"A lot isn't clear," said Katia Maia, a public policy advocate for Oxfam International. "But it's a longterm project, and this is a big step forward." Administration imposes spending cuts Brazil closed
2002 with a budget surplus of 4.06% of GDP, surpassing the goal set by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). However, the Lula administration is preparing to cut between 10% and 15% of public
spending to increase the amount of money going toward interest payments on the debt and to offset
the consequences of a possible war with Iraq.
Lula's economic team decided to boost the primary surplus goal for this year the difference between
non-finance public income and spending to 4.25% of GDP. The austerity measures, stricter than
what the administration of former President Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995-2003) agreed to with
the IMF, will not affect social programs, Lula assured a Cabinet meeting on Feb. 10. The agreement
Cardoso signed with the IMF in September 2002 for a US$30 billion loan set the surplus goal at
3.75% of GDP. The increase is an attempt to keep the public debt at December levels, or just below
56% of GDP, with sights on neutralizing the effects of the 2002 financial crisis, including currency
devaluation and increased interest rates.
Some PT leaders, such as legislative deputy Joao Batista Araujo, believe that extending the public
spending cuts beyond the level demanded by the IMF places Brazil's economic growth in jeopardy
and will increase hardships for the population.

-- End --
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